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Studying for a test vs. studying for practical conversation: Is it the same?

In a word: NO!

Every day, I must remind students how
studying for real conversation is not at
all like studying for a test.

This usually comes up first during
listen-and-repeat practice—long before
we even get to dialog work. I’'ll be
modeling phrases for the students to
listen to and then repeat back, and
almost invariably, most students will
instantly go pokerfaced and flat-toned
when it’s their turn to speak the phrase.
Expressionless, with dead eyes,
emotionless voice and no body language
whatsoever, they speak the lines. The
students aren’t lazy at all—in fact,
they’re usually trying hard to do their
best. But even though they’re focusing
on the content, the pronunciation, and
the basic intonation, they’re missing the
essence—there’s no life at all in their
English. If they’re left to continue this
way, they won’t get nearly as much out
of this practice as they could.

Many of us seem to unconsciously shift
into the academic learning mode we got
used to back in our school days. At that
time, studying meant lots of
memorization and the ability to provide
the answer called for on a test. Many of
us got very good at this. At test time,
there was no need for emotion or drama
—in fact, indulging in these would at
best waste time and energy during our
study, and at worst get in the way of
being able to quickly and efficiently ace
the test with the “right” answers.
Studying for an English test meant
repeating a phrase over and over until it
felt memorized. You then took the test,
hopefully passed it, and forgot much of
what you studied within a few weeks or
months. Mission accomplished. The
short-term memory had done its job!

This approach all too often worked—it
certainly did for me back in the day.
And if your purpose of studying a
subject was just to pass a test, then...no
worries.

Problems come up when your goal is to
actually learn—and deeply absorb—
English in order to really use it
conversationally. Your old way of
studying which worked so well at test
time in school doesn’t work here.

In the nonacademic real world, your
“test” will be listening to and speaking
spontaneously, understandably and
expressively with native speakers, either
in Japan or abroad, with no script.
Anything goes and there’s no time to
check notes or dictionaries. Scary? Well,
hopefully it’s scary enough to make you
realize that you need a sea change in
how you study in order to handle real-
life English situations.

The emotion and the drama which we
tossed aside as unnecessary for test-
taking are exactly what we need now—
because they are at the heart of real-life
communicative human interaction.

So here are basics to guide you in your
listen-and-repeat work:

* Get as situationally realistic as
possible. Stand up if the conversation
calls for it, use props, rearrange the
furniture—do everything you possibly
can to change the environment to
simulate the situation called for.

* Get a partner to talk to and keep eye
contact with—or do your best to
visualize one. A huge amount of the
most meaningful communication occurs
through the eyes, so the sooner you can
accept this and work on developing
good eye contact as you speak, the
better off you’ll be. Helpful friends,
spouses, pets, or stuffed animal toys can
all be put to use for this.

* Work on short phrases occurring at
natural, grammatical breaks. Connect
them into longer phrases as you get
more comfortable with them. Don’t
focus on one word at a time. That’s not
how people talk. Babies learn their
native tongue by first learning to hear
and speak phrases—not dictionary
vocabulary.

* Get emotional! Get dramatic! Consider
the message you want to get across with
each line—and that message is never
simply rational. Feel the emotion of the
message and give your English
intonation that speaks this emotion.
Important words get stronger intonation
and different pitch. Don’t rely only on
correct vocabulary, pronunciation and
grammar to get the message across—
you’ll sound like a 20th Century robot.

» Start slow, but speak the phrases
rhythmically—including emotion and
intonation, of course. Increase the pace
as it begins to come more naturally.
Singing is excellent practice to help you
develop more natural rhythm and
phrasing—along with passion.

* By no means wait till you’ve mastered
the phrases to add facial expressions and
gestures: definitely include them from
the beginning. It’s a two-way street:
emotions invoke facial expressions and
body language. Likewise, facial
expressions and body language invoke
the corresponding emotions. Thus, you
can use the expressions and gestures to
help you get the emotional intonation
into your English phrasing. And when
you can get realistically emotional with
your English, the expressions and
gestures will come much more naturally.

If you can change your practice in this
way to work on your speaking, I
guarantee you’ll be much more effective
in communicating in real world
conversation. And as a bonus, these
techniques will improve your listening,
too.

Human emotion and memory are
directly connected. The stronger an
emotion is attached to an event, the
more strongly that event will be
recalled. Take advantage of this
phenomenon. By emotionally and
dramatically practicing your English,
you’ll be greatly increasing the
likelihood of being able to recall it when
you need it—wherever that might be!

Jacques Saffell



